
Mary Agnes Chase (1869–1963) 

 
Mary Agnes Chase was one of many 

early USDA botanists whose amateur 

botanizing led to a respected and 

illustrious professional career.  She was 

an “acknowledged world expert on 

American grasses”1 and recognized as 

the “dean of agrostologists.”2   

 
In the late 1890s, Chase’s interest in 

plant collecting led to an acquaintance 

with bryologist Ellsworth Jerome Hill, 

who became a mentor and friend.3  Hill 

asked Chase to make botanical 

illustrations for some of his 

publications, and that led to work as a botanical illustrator for Charles Frederick 

Millspaugh at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago.4   

In 1903, Agnes Chase was hired as a botanical illustrator by the USDA’s Division of Grain 

and Forage Plant Investigations. She spent her spare time working in the USDA’s grass 

herbarium where she became acquainted with Albert Spear Hitchcock. Chase began to 

work with Hitchcock directly in 1905 as a scientific assistant of systematic agrostology.5  

Starting in 1906, she published a series of articles on the genera of Paniceae.6 

Chase and Hitchcock shared a love of the world’s grasses and had a long and prolific 

working relationship at the USDA.  After Hitchcock’s death in 1935, Chase succeeded to 

the position of Senior Botanist in Charge of Systematic Agrostology.7  Over the course of 

her career working with the USDA’s Grass Herbarium (which was transferred to the 

Smithsonian Institution in 1912),8 Chase traveled extensively to collect grass specimens in 

the United States and South America, contributing over 12,200 plants.9 

Chase authored numerous publications, the best known of which are still influential today: 

First Book of Grasses: the structure of grasses explained for beginners (1922), a revised 

edition of Hitchcock’s Manual of the Grasses of the United States (1950), and in 1962, she 

and C.D. Niles brought the work of generations of USDA grass scientists to fruition with 

the publication of the Index to Grass Species, which was first begun by Frank Lamson-

Scribner.  At the time, she was 93 years old.10 

Mary Agnes Chase, about 1956.  Photo courtesy of 
Smithsonian Institution. 
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As a woman, Chase sometimes encountered barriers in her scientific career.  At times she 

– unlike her male colleagues – had to pay her own way on collecting trips, or was denied 

participation in scientific projects, such as a survey of the Panama Canal region in 1911.11  

These experiences inspired her involvement with the women’s suffrage movement,12 and 

in 1918 she was jailed and almost fired by the USDA for her activities.13  For the rest of 

her career, she made an effort to support and mentor women and minority scientists.14 

After retiring from the USDA at the age of 70 in 1939, Chase remained active in her field. 

She continued to work for the Smithsonian Institution in the National Herbarium where 

she was honorary curator of the grasses until her death at age 94.15   
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